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1.1
Undue emphasis on words as words to the neglect of pronunciation and grammatical structure is not in keeping with modern linguistic thinking. Sapir says bluntly in talking about linguistic study, "The linguistic student should never make :he mistake of identifying a language with its dictionary."
On the other hand, one cannot deny or ignore the existence of the word as a tangible unit of language. Sapir again, with characteristic insight, puts it thus:
No more convincing test could be desired than this, that the naive Indian, quite unaccustomed t o the concept of the written word, has nevertheless no serious difficulky in dictating a text to a linguistic student word by word; he tends, of course, to run his words together as in actual speech, but if he is called to a halt and is made to understand what is desired, he can readily isolate the words as such, repeating them as units. He regularly refuses, on the other hand, to isolate the radical o r grammatical element, on the ground that it "makes no sense."
The word has been defined for scientific linguistic A free form which consists entirely of two o r more lesser free forms, a s , for instance, boor john o r john ran arciny o r yes, sir, is a phrase. A free form which is not a phrase, is a word. A word, then, is a free form which does not consist entirely of (two o r more) lesser free forms; in brief, a word is a iriinimiim jree jortn. 
A clear insight into the way words a r e used by the
For us, a word is a combination of sounds acting as a stimulus to bring into attention the experience to which it has become attached by use.. . .
More than that, while the experience that is stimulated by the sound combination i s a whole with a variety of contacts, usually only one aspect of this experience is dominant in attention-a particular aspect determined by the whole context of the linguistic situation. When one uses head in such a context as "a head of cabbage," it is the shape which is the dominant aspect of the experience that h a s made a connection with the material unit, a cabbage. When one uses head in such a context as "the head of a department," it is the head as the chief o r dominating part of the body. When it is used iii "the head of the river," another aspect of the relation of head to the body is important in attention. From a practical point of view, the various separate dictionary meanings of a word are the particular aspects of the experience stimulated by a word that have been dominant in the attention of u s e r s of the word as these aspects may be inferred from the context of a large number of quotations in which the word appears. For the native user of a language, the symbol, with the wide range of experience it stimulates, is so much a part of the very texture of his thought that he exercises great freedom in turning upon any aspect of this experience in line with the pressing needs of his thinking. The "meanings" of words are, therefore, more fluid than w e realize. The meanings discussed a r e usually part of the intended message in communication. These meanings are more o r less consciously intended by the speaker and may be called primary meanings. In actual use, however, other meanings are conveyed by words, for example, if a word is restricted in use to a given social class, its use by a speaker may give the listener the meaning of social class identification. Similarly if a word is restricted t o a geographical area, its use by a speaker will convey a locality meaning, also.
1.43
The distribution of words is important to us because at any given moment in the history of a language the speakers of that language carry with them the habits of the restrictions in distribution and because different languages have different restrictions. There are grammatical restrictions so that in English, water may be a noun as in a glass of water, a verb as in water the garden, a noun adjunct as in water meter, but not an adjective without some change in form, e.g. wntery substance. In other languages the restrictions may be greater; for example in Spanish, agua 'water' as a word may only be a noun unless its form is changed.
The fact that words may show different geographic distribution, falling in o r oup of this o r that dialect area of a PATTERNS OF DIFFICULTY IN VOCABULARY language is important. And, as already indicated, distribution in the various social class levels also has t o be considered because of the secondary meanings such distribution conveys. Statements of raw frequency alone leave these matters unresolved. Thorndike's list gives ain't among the 2,000 most frequent words in English, but the list does not say if ain't is typical of Standard English o r of the speech representing certain other dialects.
Words a r e not only restricted geographically and socially; they are often restricted as t o styles of speaking and writing.
F o r example, many words found in poetry will not be found in ordinary conversation o r in ordinary prose; and vice versa, some words used in prose will not be found in poetry.
1.5 Classifications. It should be abundatly clear from the above brief discussion if not previously s o that the words of a language are more than merely a list of lexical items. The words of a language are a highly complex system of classes of items-interlocking classes as to meaning, form, grammatical function, distribution, etc .
1.51
Fries" classifies English words into four groups that seem relevant to us. They are (1) function words, (2) substitute words, (3) grammatically distributed words, and (4) content words. The function words primarily perform grammatical functions, for example, do signalling questions.
The substitute words, he, she, they, so, etc. replace a class of words and several sub-classes. Grammatically distributed words, some. any, etc. show unusual grammatical restrictions in distribution. The number of words in the first three groups is rather small, say 200 in round numbers in English.12 The fourth group, content words, constitutes the bulk of the vocabulary of the language. In English and in many other languages the content words are subdivided into items treated as things, as processes, as qualities, etc. We are interested primarily in the special problems of the latter.
. 5 3
The other distinction is that between vocabulary for production and vocabulary for recognition. A s a rule our recognition vocabulary is much larger than our production vocabulary. Various estimates have been made of the minimum necessary vocabulary for a student to be able to cornmunicate in ordinary situations. Basic English uses approxmately 1,000 words for that purpose?' Michael West considers a vocabulary of 2,000 words "good enough for anything, and more than enough for most things.
Obviously these are minimum production vocabularies. F o r recognition, larger minimum vocabularies are necessary. There are other elements involved in these examples to be sure, but grammatical distribution is definitely a factor.
. T h e
Similarity and difference t o the native language in form, meaning and distribution will result in ease o r difficulty in acquiring the vocabulary of a foreign language. Comparing the foreign language vocabulary with that of the native language we will find words that a r e (1) similar in form and :In meaning, (2) similar in form but different in meaning, (3) similar in meaning but different in form, (4) different in form and in meaning, (5) different in their type of construction, (6) similar in primary meaning but different in 2 . 2 Difficulty patterns. LANGUAGE LEARNING connotation, and (7) similar in meaning but with restrictions in geographical distribution.
Since some of these groups overlap, with the result that some words will fall into more than one group at the same time, the difficulty will vary somewhat. Nevertheless, we can predict general level of difficulty on the basis of these groupings, and will classify each group into one of three levels of difficulty: (1) easy, (2) normal, and (3) difficult.
The t e r m similar is restricted here to items that would function as "same" in the other language in ordinary use. We know that complete sameness is not to be expected in language behavior. The actual behavioral boundaries of s i m i l a p ity depend on the items that persons of one language "identify" o r "translate" as same from and into the other language. References to form are t o the sounds of the words, not to the spelling, even though spelling is used to represent the words in this paper.
Pattern 1, Cognates: 16 words that are similar in form and in meaning. English and Spanish have thousands of words that are reasonably similar in form and in meaning, for example hotel, hospital, calendar. l7 Some of these were kept in Spanish as it evolved from Latin and were borrowed into English from Latin o r French.
Some go back to earlier forms presumably found in Indo-European, the common ancestor of English and Spanish in what is known as the IndoEuropean family of languages. Whatever the cause of the similarity, these words usually constitute the lowest difficulty 16 Cognates here mean words that a r e similar in form and meaning regardless of origin. The usual meaning of cognate is "related in origin. " For u s even if two words are not related in origin they will be called cognates if they a r e similar in form and meaning. Similarly, if two words have the same origin but a r e now so different that speake r s do not identify thefn as similar, they will not be considered cognates for our purpose. 17For a list of Spanish-English cognates see Marshall E. Nunn, and Herbert A. Van Scroy, Glossary of Related Spanish-English Words, University of Alabama Studies, Number 5. group-they are easy. In fact, if they are similar enough, even students who have never studied English at all will recognize them. These words are of value at the very elementary level.
Even though there are thousands of words that are similar in English and Spanish these similarities can be classified into a relatively small number of sub-patterns, for example, English -tion is similar t o Spanish -cion, and hundreds of words can be classified as similar under that sub-pattern. When using such words in teaching and testing beginning students we will do well to sample them as sub-patterns rather than as independent items.
Vigorous discussion often results when cognate words are mentioned in connection with teaching. We do not need to get involved in such discussions since cognates a r e presented here for recognition rather than for production. There can be little quarrel with having the student recognize them when they are used by others.
It is sometimes falsely assumed that cognates are to be found only between two related languages such as English and Spanish, not between unrelated languages such as English and Japanese, Chinese and English. In actual fact, numerous cognates can be found between English and Japanese and between English and Chinese, and many other languages which are quite unrelated to each other. There are many words which have circled the globe, and many more that have extended far beyond the boundaries of any one language o r any one culture.
Pattern 2 , Deceptiue Cognates:
Words that are similar in f o r m but represent meanings that are different. Words that are similar in form in two languages may be only partly similar in meaning, they may be altogether different in meaning but still represent meanings that exist in the native language, o r they may be different in meaning and represent meanings that are not grasped as such in the native language.
Japanese borrowed the word milk from English but restricted its meaning to 'canned milk.'
The form of the word in Japanese is similar to English but the meaning is only partly similar since it does not include fresh milk, for example. Spanish has a word, asistir, which is similar in form to English assist, but the meaning is practically always differcnt.
Spanish asistir is similar in meaning to English attend, while English assist c a r r i e s with it the feature of helping, of supporting. A s a result of this difference in meaning, Spanish speakers learningEnglish say they assisted a class when meaning they attended 'were present.' English in &he table and on the table a r e similar in meaning to Spanish en la meSa in ordinary conversation. Only under very special circumstances will a Spanish speaker make a meaning distinction between in and on the table, and then it will not be only an in:on contrast but a tahle vs. drawer contrast as well. Spanish speakers will say en el cajo'n 'in the drawer' and sobre la mesa 'on the table. ' The problem here is not simply attaching a familiar meaning to a new form but also grasping a new meaning distinction, a different way of classifying reality.
These words that are similar in form but different in meaning constitute a special group very high on a scale of difficulty. We will label them difficult. They a r e not adequately sampled on frequency criteria alone because their similarity in form to words in the native language raises their frequency in student usage above normal for the language. In other words, they a r e more important than their frequency rating might indicate. They are sure-fire traps.
In usual linguistic terminology deceptive cognates would refer to words in two languages that because of their form would seem to be related by origin but are not so related. For us such a case would be classed a s a cognate provided the tleanings are also similar. These cases constitute special problems in the vocabulary of a foreign language. Obviously it is not enough merely to teach a new form; the strange meaning must be made familiar.
Some of the instances covered by this pattern-the instance in which the form in the two languages is similar-fall alsounder pattern 2, deceptive cognates. Pattern 4, however, includes all those in which there is no particular similarity in the form of the words in the two languages.
There is every reason to believe that the same kind of distortion that w e can observe in the sounds of the speech of a non-native speaker also occur in the meanings he is trying to convey. In both cases he is substituting sounds and meanings of his native language and culture. In the case of sounds the untrained person h e a r s a vague "foreign" accent and the trained person hears specific distortions. In the case of meanings the distortions go largely undetected by the observer o r listener because the native meanings stimulated in him by the speech forms may not be accompanied by outwardly observable behavior. It is only when a word form is used in an "unusual" way that our attention is drawn to possible meaning differences. Similarly, when the non-native speaker of a language listens t o the language as sppken by natives, the meanings that he grasps are not those that the native speakers attempt to convey, but those of the system of the language of the listener. 'to visit,' and run out of to exhaust the supply of.' If in the native language of the student there are no lexical items made up of two otherwise separate words in patterns like the one illustrated, he will not easily grasp these 'two-word verbs" in the foreign language. The difficulty is increased when the elements can be separated by other words a s in the example, Did yorr call the hoy up? These two-word verbs constitute a difficulty group all its own for speakers of various languages.
"Idioms"-expressions peculiar to a language-are identifiable as we compare two languages rather than within the language itself. An expression which may seem peculiar to native speakers may be quite natural t o speakers of another language and would therefore not be an "idiom" to them. On the other hand, an expression which seems quite natural to native speakers may be strange to foreign speakers of a particular language background. If we should find on comparing the expression with a variety of languages that it is strange to all o r nearly all of them, w e would be justified in calling it an idiom in general, but even then the statement would be meaningless in those cases in which the other language had a parallel expression. A s a matter of fact, the idiom counts made in the wake of the Modern Foreign Language Study were two-language studies. The Spanish Idiom List by Keniston*' lists expressions in Spanish that are strange t o English speake r s . In all of the counts the compilers looked at expressions in the foreign language with English as their frame of reference.
Pattern 6, Different Connotation: Words that have widely different connotations in two languages. Difficult. A speck1 difficulty group is represented by words that are harmless in connotation in the native language but offensive o r taboo in the foreign language, o r vice versa. When they are harmless in the native language the student will use them in the foreign language without realizing their effect. When they are harmless in the foreign language the student will avoid using them for fear of setting off the same reactions they produce in his native language. In either case they are important on the level of social acceptability of words. A few examples will show how important these comotation differences can be.
In Spanish the expression Dios d o meaning literally 'My God' is often used as an appeal to the Almighty in matter-offact conversation. Even those Spanish speakers who have progressed considerably in their control of English will sometimes use the expression with the same feeling and intent in English, but the effect on English listeners is of course different. The name JesJs is often used as a given name in Spanish. Parents who thus name their children may actually feel they are honoring Christ, o r at least do not feel any lack of respect. In English, however, people find it difficult t o call a person by that name. It seems to smack of irreverence t o English speakers to use the name for a human being, a radically different connotation from that in Spanish. In whistling at sports events o r political rallies the difference is in the opposite direction: Spanish speakers may be shocked t o hear a speaker whistled at and applauded at the same time. They believe the whistles indicate disapproval and they wonder why disapproval is expressed so openly as it appears t o them. In Spanish the applause indicates approval, and whistling, a vulgar form of disapproval. Some youthful students of foreign languages delight in learning certain unprintable expressions not approved in polite company. When they a s k for translations they get colorless renderings which when uttered leave u s wondering why they a r e uttered at all.
These differences in connotation sometimes develop between dialects of the same language. In Cuba the familiar form of the second person pronoun, tic, is more widely used than in Mexico for example. A Cuban young man was rebuked by two Mexican young ladies because he used the familiar t6, which sounded a bit too bold to them. No amount of explaining was enough to completely convince the g i r l s that the young man actually meant no disrespect. The word grueso 'fat' is used as a compliment at least in some dialects of present day Spanish. On a visit to Spain I was greeted repeatedly with "flattering" expressions of how "fat" I wad. Being aware of the favorable connotation I appreciated the remark, but many an American young girl may not have felt flattered.
These have been obvious, even coarse examples of wide differences in connotation. More subtle differences exist and remain in the speech of speakers of foreign languages through the advanced stages of control of the language. We cannot do much to teach o r to test these subtle differences specifically and completely, but it 1s possible to sample the more frequent and obvious cases of wide discrepancy in connotation. Although part of what has been said about pattern 7 seems not to apply directly t o the definition of a pattern of difficulty, it is an important consideration. The matter of geographic distribution fits more neatly into a difficulty pattern when w e consider that a student who has learned a geographically restricted form must learn another for the same meaning if he is to communicate with speakers f r o m geographic areas where the form he learned has no currency. Hence, the label "difficult" we have given the pattern. * * * * * * * * * * * * * There has been on the whole much superficial oversimplified thinking about the vocabulary of languages, and a great deal of vocabulary research such as word frequency lists and simplified vocabularies suffers from that oversimplification.
In dealing with vocabularly we should take into account three important aspects of words--their form, their meaning, their distribution--, and we should consider the various kinds o r classes of words in the operation of the language. If these things a r e important in understanding the vocabulary system of a language, they become even more important when one learns the vocabulary of a foreign language since the forms, meanings, distribution, and classifications of words are different in different languages. Out of these differences arise vocabulary problems and difficulty levels that constitute teaching and learning problems and a r e telltale matters for vocabulary tests. The patterns of difficulty described above a r e an attempt to clarify and classify the problems involved.
